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Abstract: The growth of the service economy in the con-
temporary world has resulted in a different set of require-
ments for effective leadership as compared with the 
industrial era, which focused primarily on manufactur-
ing industries. To nurture “service leaders” in the service 
economy, the Hong Kong Institute of Service Leadership 
and Management proposed the service leadership model. 
The key characteristics of the service leadership model are 
outlined in this paper. A systematic comparison was also 
conducted to identify the common and unique features of 
the service leadership model with reference to the exist-
ing leadership theories, including the trait, servant, spir-
itual, authentic, ethical, transformational, charismatic, 
and top-down leadership approaches. The limitations 
and future directions for research in service leadership 
are also presented.

Keywords: authentic leadership; charismatic leadership; 
ethical leadership; servant leadership; service leadership; 
spiritual leadership; transformational leadership.

Introduction
The shift from the industrial to post-industrial economy 
calls for the development of a leadership model that 
caters to the constantly changing needs [1]. With reference 
to the growing emphasis on service, the service leader-
ship model was developed by the Hong Kong Institute of 
Service Leadership and Management. The purpose of the 
present paper is to briefly outline the service leadership 
model and compare it with existing leadership theories 
and approaches, including trait approach, servant, spir-
itual, authentic, ethical, transformation, charismatic and 
top-down leadership approaches, by delineating their 
similarities and distinctions.

According to Chung [2], service leadership “…is 
about satisfying needs by consistently providing quality 
personal service to everyone one comes into contact 
with, including one’s self, others, groups, communities, 
systems, and environments. A service leader is a ready, 
willing and able, on-the-spot entrepreneur who possesses 
relevant task competencies and is judged by superiors, 
peers, subordinates, and followers to exhibit appropri-
ate character strengths and a caring social disposition”. 
Chung argued that effective service leadership is a func-
tion of moral character, leadership competencies, and 
a caring disposition. In addition, Chung [3] proposed 25 
principles of service leadership that serve as a framework 
for those who are interested in understanding how to 
provide high quality service and managing service. Chung 
[4] also identified 12 dimensions in relation to our per-
sonal brand, highlighting the desirable qualities of lead-
ership under the service economy. The 12 dimensions are 
categorized into four domains, including doing, thinking, 
being, and growing. The key characteristics of the service 
leadership model are outlined below.
1.	 Service orientation (self and others): It is proposed in 

the service leadership model that “true leadership is a 
service aimed at ethically satisfying the needs of one’s 
self, others, groups, communities, systems, and envi-
ronments” [1]. The individual needs of leaders are also 
considered because “a leader is unable to optimize his 
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or her ability to lead others well unless he or she is 
healthy in mind, body, and spirit” [1].

2.	 Systems orientation (self, followers, habitat, and larger 
system): As there are inter-relationships among dif-
ferent systems, a multi-level systemic approach is 
adopted in viewing leadership and designing a lead-
ership training curriculum. These systems include the 
individual, follower, group, and environmental sys-
tems. Furthermore, service leaders are responsible for 
the immediate habitat (i.e. environment and culture) 
of the service organization. They must closely monitor 
and maintain the health of the service habitat [3].

3.	 Leadership competencies: Excellent service is depend-
ent on service leaders’ competencies (i.e. one’s abil-
ity to apply knowledge and skills in productive and 
meaningful ways) [4].

4.	 Moral character: Service leaders must serve by know-
ing what is right and by acting in moral ways at all 
times. A service leader should exhibit positive ethical 
traits, such as honesty, reliability, integrity, respect, 
and willingness to work with others [3].

5.	 Caring disposition: Effective service leadership is char-
acterized not only by a service leaders’ competencies 
and moral character, but of equal importance is a car-
ing disposition, such as showing sincerity, considera-
tion, empathy to those one serves, and listening and 
attuning to their needs [3].

6.	 Personal qualities of a leader: According to Chung, 
“the server is the service”, which implies that the 
personal qualities and traits of leaders determine 
how successful the service delivered will be. As such, 
leaders’ personal qualities are the “core” content of 
service [5].

7.	 Everyone is (can be) a leader: Service leadership 
stresses that “everyone is a leader for at least 15 min 
every day” [2]. Specifically, “several times each day, 
every human being occupies a position of leadership 
and possesses the potential to improve his leadership 
quality and effectiveness” [3].

8.	 Self-leadership: “Service includes self-developement 
efforts aimed at ethically improving one’s compe-
tencies, abilities, and willingness to help satisfy the 
needs of others” [2]. It is believed that if one can lead 
him/herself in positive, productive, and healthy ways, 
it is the best indication that he/she can also lead 
others [3].

9.	 The need for continuous improvement: Service lead-
ership is about “constantly striving to provide the 
highest quality service one affords to everyone one 
comes into contact with and whose lives are affected 
by one’s actions or leadership” [2]. Service leaders 

must engage in constant reflection on one’s character 
and service provision in order to seek for continuous 
improvement both professionally and personally [5].

10.	 Mentoring followers: Service leadership theory values 
mentor-apprentice models as these professional rela-
tionships enable learning and sharing of experiences, 
thus enabling followers to master knowledge and 
skills in ways that help build their efficacy [3].

11.	 Chinese cultural values: The service leadership model 
has a “succinct mention of Buddhism, Confucian-
ism, and Taoism… (with the) effort to help East meet 
West” [5, p. 58]. Teachings pertain to self-control, 
inner peace, recognition and avoidance of vices, con-
cern for others, coping, and the bigger systems one is 
situated in.

12.	 Comprehensiveness and breadth of the model: The ser-
vice leadership model is comprehensive as it places 
equal emphasis on the emotional, behavioral, cogni-
tive, spiritual, and physical dimensions of a service 
leader. This is evidenced by the 12 dimensions of ser-
vice leaders’ personal brand categorized as doing, 
thinking, being and growing dimensions, which fully 
encompass elements essential for successful service 
leadership [4]. Its focus is broad as it covers not only 
a single dimension in leadership (e.g. traits) but also 
the competencies, moral, and caring dimensions of 
leadership. Furthermore, it is multidisciplinary in 
nature, which bridges and encompasses leadership 
concepts from a wide range of academic disciplines, 
including psychology, economics, sociology, and 
anthropology [2].

The 12 dimensions of the quality of service leadership are 
explained below.
1.	 Functional: Expertise dimension – This dimension 

addresses what service leaders do to make a living and 
contribute to society. This dimension is typically what 
companies use to decide on who they should hire. That 
said, there are a growing number of companies finding 
that hiring based only on functional competence is not 
the best way to get the brightest people to the team.

2.	 Visual: Daily management dimension – This dimen-
sion includes what service leaders look like, be it from 
the clothes they wear, hair style, accessories and eve-
rything else related to his or her fashion. This is worth 
thinking about because it is their best interest to have 
the kind of visual position that fits and reinforces their 
personal brand. In other words, one’s visual presenta-
tion should reflect who the leader is, what they do, 
and what they aspire to become. This consistency 
helps reinforce the projection of influence.
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3.	 Physical: Health dimension – This dimension must 
be stable in order for a service leader to succeed, 
although there are cases when dedication and com-
mitment have pushed through to achieve greatness. 
On the one hand, a service leader who is perceived 
as consistently healthy and vibrant may be easier 
to attract others. On the other hand, a leader who 
is consistently perceived as unhealthy or sickly may 
face having this perception take over his/her personal 
brand, putting the leader at a possible disadvantage.

4.	 Mental: Intellectual dimension – This dimension 
includes one’s intelligence and ability to think criti-
cally and logically. This can involve the ability to 
debate ideas with others or oneself, and even make 
hypotheses and thought experiments that test new 
ideas. This dimension is the service leader at his or 
her intellectual best, allowing them to connect with 
others who are responsible for problem-solving and 
then explore solutions to tough challenges.

5.	 Emotional: Happiness dimension – This dimension is 
diverse and everything the service leader does will 
thrive or crumble depending on his/her emotional 
state. The catch-all notion of “happiness” is used to 
refer to an optimal state in this dimension.

6.	 Economic: Security dimension – This dimension pro-
poses that it takes a certain level of wealth or security 
in order for a service leader to be able to move and 
take action.

7.	 Spiritual: Habitat dimension – The content of this 
dimension is seen as subjective and personal. In 
the model, it can refer to a service leader’s religious 
beliefs, but is more about what connects him or her 
to things that are bigger than their immediate selves. 
Thus, this dimension can include religious practice, 
the commitment to the environment, or anything out-
side the immediate, physical world.

8.	 Moral: Character dimension – This dimension includes 
the metaphysical quality about the service leader that 
cannot be seen or strictly defined, but which informs 
what he or she does and is perceived by others. The 
model proposes the secular moral qualities defined 
by the British Association for Counselling and Psy-
chotherapy (BACP). However, whether it’s Confucius, 
Benjamin Franklin or the BACP, some of the details 
may vary but the essential ingredients of this dimen-
sion seem to be universal. Some of the qualities are 
empathy, sincerity, integrity, resilience and others.

9.	 Care: Compassion dimension – This dimension 
is considered critical for creating a sustainable, 
positive and lasting personal brand. This could be 
extended over all the dimensions, in that the people 

in the service leader’s life may not be inspired or may 
not even extend the trust needed if they don’t feel 
the service leader has compassion for what others 
experience.

10.	 Social: Relationship dimension – This dimension 
includes the facets of the service leader that causes 
others to seek them out for interpersonal connection 
and because the service leader is considered socially 
valuable. Having a strong relationship dimension 
means the service leader is considered funny, knowl-
edgeable, compassionate, having contributions to 
the group’s happiness, and is perceived as a strong 
influencer.

11.	 Leadership: Trustworthiness dimension – Everyone 
involved in service provision should have the capac-
ity to make decisions appropriate to their situation. 
At any given moment, unique pressures call for 
leadership and decision making that is situational. 
One’s leadership is balanced against their trustwor-
thiness, and together they can elevate the service 
leader’s brand to excellence. In service leadership, 
strengthening this dimension means developing 
one’s competence, character, and care, but for that 
to happen the service leader must be self-aware. 
By being aware of the importance, ingredients and 
paths to leadership, this awareness – followed up 
with action – is a strong path towards strengthening 
this dimension.

12.	 Lifelong learning: Maturation dimension – This dimen-
sion addresses the service leader’s commitment to 
continuously improve their education and knowledge. 
By upgrading one’s skills and knowledge through life-
long learning, the service leader can always provide a 
better and broader set of skills and information to the 
people around them.

Where the 12 Dimensions can be applied by service leaders 
as a checklist to strengthen the quality and sustainability 
of their leadership, the Service Leadership model hinges 
on two critical elements, character and care. The content 
of the service leader’s character are both the positive qual-
ities expressed by the traditional Confucian values or the 
BACP list. More importantly, a service leader must take 
into account the presence of the “anti-values” or the nega-
tive opposites of the listed values. For example, although 
empathy, sincerity, integrity, and resilience are considered 
important, their opposites are considered “viral” qualities 
that can directly weaken a service leader’s effectiveness. 
Therefore, service leaders must watch out for and purge 
qualities like indifference and apathy, insincerity, corrupt-
ibility or inflexibility.
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A service leader with healthy and positive moral 
standards may not attract others, but unhealthy and viral 
moral standards can certainly repel others. Leaders may 
be able to lead others temporarily because of their skills 
(communication, strategic thinking, tactical or financial 
skills), but their leadership is unlikely to sustain. Accord-
ing to the service leadership model, a leader’s moral 
standard and character do not seem important until that 
leader loses his or her moral authority.

Similarly, care plays a critical role in service leadership 
not because of its importance, but because the undesir-
able quality of indifference or cruelty impedes leadership 
effectiveness. Caring and compassion are the emotional 
energies that strengthen human relationships; they draw 

people together and endear people to one another, which 
is crucial in a service setting.

Comparing the service leadership 
model with contemporary 
leadership models
A summary of the major components and propositions of 
respective leadership theories can be found in Table 1, while 
results of comparisons between service leadership and other 
contemporary leadership theories are found in Table 2.

Table 1: Summary of major components and propositions of leadership theories or approaches. 

Leadership theory or approach   Major components and propositions

Service leadership   – �Effective service leadership is a function of leadership competencies, moral competencies, and 
caring disposition.

  – �Everyone is (can be) a leader.
  – �Service leaders engage in self-reflection and -leadership to ensure that high levels of service are 

provided to satisfy needs of self, others, groups, communities, systems, and environments.
  – �Chinese cultural values inform service leadership theory.

Trait approach to leadership   – �Leaders and non-leaders are differentiated based on a set of identified abilities, traits, and 
characteristics.

  – �Leaders are born and not made.
Servant leadership   – �Servant leadership occurs when leaders assume the role of servants in their relationship with 

followers.
  – �Leadership behaviors are motivated by leaders’ inherent drive to serve.
  – �Needs of followers precede leaders’ individual needs.

Spiritual leadership   – �The major components of the model include altruistic love, faith and hope.
  – �Spiritual leadership is achieved through leaders’ creation of vision.
  – �The value of transcendence motivates spiritual leaders to place needs of followers above one’s self-

interest.
Authentic leadership   – �Authentic leaders demonstrate leadership behaviors that are genuine and reflective of one’s 

personal values.
  – �Authentic leaders possess positive psychological capacities of confidence, optimism, hope and 

resilience.
  – �Leadership is based on one’s self-concept and reliant on one’s level of self-awareness and ability to 

engage in self-reflection and -regulation.
Ethical leadership   – �The ethical leadership model emphasizes moral management and ethical standards.

  – �Leaders must reflect and monitor one’s behaviors to ensure high ethical standards are upheld.
  – �The ethical leaders’ role is to encourage and ensure followers to seek justice and behave morally.

Transformational leadership   – �Leadership is conceptualized as an influential process that enables and empowers followers to 
perform in ways that exceed expectations and become leaders ultimately.

  – �Transformational leadership is achieved through idealized influence, inspirational motivation, 
intellectual stimulation and demonstration of individualized consideration for followers.

Charismatic leadership   – �Followers perceive leaders as individuals who possess exceptional qualities.
  – �Charismatic leaders influence followers through compelling idealized visions, displaying 

unconventional behaviors, and taking personal risks.
Top-down leadership   – �Leaders are formally appointed individuals who possess power and authority.

  – �Leadership is conceptualized as top-down influence and unilateral.
  – �Decisions are made solely by leaders high in the organizational hierarchy.
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Trait approach

Conventional leadership theories are centered on identi-
fying abilities, traits, and characteristics that differenti-
ate leaders from non-leaders. Trait theories of leadership 
assume that leaders are born and not made [6]. While 
service leadership theory focuses on satisfying the needs 
of leaders and followers, and adopts a systemic approach 
to leadership considering the influences of individual, 
follower, human systems, and the environment, these 
ideas are not covered in trait theories, which have been 
critiqued for overlooking the situational or environmental 
factors that contribute to leader effectiveness [7].

Due to the criticisms against the trait approach, 
researchers have moved beyond the identification of traits 
to include behaviors that determine successful leader-
ship. More importantly, contemporary leadership theo-
rists have begun to embrace the notion that exemplary 
leadership behaviors can be taught and learnt [8]. For 
instance, service leadership theory asserts that everyone 
is (or can be) a leader. Vital service leadership attributes, 
such as leadership competencies, moral competencies 
and caring disposition, along with personal qualities, are 
stressed by the model and it is believed that they can be 
developed in all individuals. Riegel [9] stated that “human 
development can only be understood by conceiving the 
emergence of behavior over time as a result of ongoing 
exchange between the organism and the environment” 

(p. 46). The service leadership model is in agreement with 
the incremental theory of traits viewing them as malleable 
[10]. Individuals’ traits can be changed through interac-
tions with service recipients, other service leaders, fol-
lowers, and also through self-reflection, as well as one’s 
interaction with the service habitat.

In addition, service leadership also assumes that 
leadership competencies can be learned. Service leader-
ship focuses on leadership development [11, 12], which 
refers to personal growth that promotes individuals’ lead-
ership potential. Proponents of service leadership deem 
that leadership capabilities can be nurtured through 
formal education, participation in programs designed to 
enhance leadership skills, or through life experiences. As 
such, leadership development and maturation is a contin-
uous life-long process where knowledge, competencies, 
and experiences accumulate to perpetuate service leader-
ship growth.

Finally, service leadership adopts a humanistic 
approach to development which perceives human beings 
as having choice and free will; human potential is also 
the focus of the model. Decisions made by service leaders 
are done through deliberate and conscious self-reflection 
and dialogue [13, 14], and continuous leadership growth 
is guided by intrinsically motivated self-leadership pro-
cesses. The service leadership model is also consistent 
with the propositions of positive psychology and adopts 
a positive focus on leadership development. These, again, 

Table 2: Comparison of service leadership theory with leadership theories or approaches. 

Key characteristics of 
service leadership

  Trait approach 
to leadership

  Servant 
leadership

  Spiritual 
leadership

  Authentic 
leadership

  Ethical 
leadership

  Transformational 
leadership

  Charismatic 
leadership

  Top-down 
leadership

Service orientation (self 
and others)

  ✗   ∆   ✓   ∆   ✓   ✗   ∆   ∆

Systems orientation (self, 
followers, habitat, larger 
system)

  ✗   ✗   ✓   ✗   ✗   ∆   ✗   ✗

Leadership competencies   ✗   ✗   ✗   ✗   ✓   ✗   ✓   ✓

Moral character   ✗   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✗

Caring disposition   ✗   ✓   ✓   ✗   ∆   ✗   ∆   ✗

Personal qualities of a 
leader

  ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✗

Everyone is (can be) a 
leader

  ✗   ∆   ∆   ∆   ∆   ∆   ✗   ✗

Self-leadership   ✗   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✗   ✗   ✗

The need for continuous 
improvement

  ✗   ✓   ✓   ∆   ✓   ✗   ✗   ✗

Mentoring followers   ✗   ✓   ✗   ✓   ✓   ✓   ∆   ✗

Chinese cultural values   ✗   ✗   ✗   ✗   ✗   ✗   ✗   ✗

Comprehensiveness and 
breadth of the model

  ✗   ✗   ∆   ✗   ✗   ∆   ✗   ✗

Key: ✓, Focal component of model; ∆, Briefly discussed in/slightly applicable to model; ✗, Not discussed in/non-applicable to model.
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are not included in trait approach of leadership. Indeed, 
the trait approach to leadership is one of the earliest per-
spectives to leadership and has been developed in the 
West. Therefore, Chinese cultural values are not a part of 
the model and its comprehensiveness is also limited.

Servant leadership

When one considers service as a notion in relation to 
leadership, the servant leadership model [15] would most 
probably be the theory that comes to mind. Although at 
first glance, one would intuitionally equate servant lead-
ership with service leadership, it is of theoretical impor-
tance to clearly distinguish the two by highlighting their 
similarities and differences. According to Greenleaf [15], 
“The Servant-Leader is servant first… It begins with the 
natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. Then 
conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead… The best 
test, and difficult to administer is this: Do those served 
grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become 
healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, and more likely 
themselves to become servants? And, what is the effect on 
the least privileged in society? Will they benefit, or at least 
not further be harmed?” (p. 7).

From the above, it can be seen that servant leader-
ship places a great emphasis on whether the needs of fol-
lowers are met by the leader, which is similar to service 
leadership’s service orientation towards the others. The 
main difference between the two theories in terms of 
service orientation is the inclusion of the “self”. Indeed, 
the servant leadership theory has been criticized for its 
over-emphasis on the needs of followers and negligence 
of the needs of leaders, which may not necessarily be ben-
eficial to the organization [16]. While “going beyond one’s 
self-interest” is the core defining characteristic of servant 
leadership [17], service leadership does not put follow-
ers’ needs above or in expense of leaders’ own needs, but 
rather the mutual satisfying of needs in the co-created 
service process. It is only when leaders’ needs are also sat-
isfied in the service process that continuous development 
and even self-actualization can be achieved.

In addition to service orientation, service leader-
ship also adopts a systems orientation in the conceptu-
alization of leadership. Particularly, service leadership 
is concerned with whether service meets the needs of the 
leader as an individual, the follower/service recipients, 
the habitat and community one is embedded in. A strong 
emphasis is placed on how the habitat (i.e. service envi-
ronment) affects service provision, as well as the devel-
opment of service leaders, and vice versa. In contrast, 

servant leadership does not adopt a systemic approach to 
leadership as it is predominantly concerned with follow-
ers’ needs and development. In fact, the related literature 
lacks in-depth discussion on the role that the environ-
ment plays on effective servant leadership.

In terms of leadership competencies, Russell and 
Stone [18] identified nine functional attributes of servant 
leaders (i.e. operative characteristics of servant leaders 
which can be observed through leader behaviors in the 
workplace). These attributes include vision, honesty, 
integrity, trust, service, modeling, pioneering, appre-
ciation of others, and empowerment. However, they are 
mainly concerned with the servant leaders’ abilities to 
fulfill leadership responsibilities concerning leader-
follower relationships, whereas the functional expertise 
emphasis of the service leadership model also involves 
on-the-job practical skills required for day-to-day opera-
tional demands of a service leader. In addition to the lead-
ership competencies, or the functional expertise needed 
for effective service leadership, such intrapersonal attrib-
utes as moral competencies are also valued in the service 
leadership model. Spears [19] claimed that servant lead-
ership is “strongly based in ethical and caring behavior” 
(p. 26). However, in his attempt to identify characteristics 
of servant leaders, moral competence was not listed as one 
of the 10 defining characteristics (i.e. listening, empathy, 
healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, fore-
sight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of people, 
and building community). This is starkly contrasting with 
the service leadership model, which explicitly highlights 
the importance of morality among service leaders.

In addition to moral competence, the service lead-
ership model also asserts that service leaders should 
possess a caring disposition when communicating and 
interacting with service recipients, by demonstrating sin-
cerity, careful listening, and understanding their needs 
and problems. This is similar to the servant leadership 
model, which states that servant leaders must be com-
mitted to listening to followers’ needs and seeks to iden-
tify the will of the group. Furthermore, a servant leader 
must be able to empathize with his/her followers, show 
respect, and be accepting to the behaviors of coworkers. 
As Spears [19] concluded, “the most successful servant 
leaders are those who have become skilled empathetic 
listeners” (p. 27), this is in line with the service leader-
ship model. In general, both service and servant leader-
ship theories share the notion that the personal qualities 
of leaders are crucial in effective leadership; they also 
recognize the interactive relationship between leaders’ 
characteristics and the needs of the organization/
followers [20].



Shek et al.: Service leadership and leadership theories      223

Furthermore, according to the service leadership 
model, leadership is not confined to certain individuals. 
In fact, everyone can, or has the potential to, become a 
leader. While servant leadership theory does not explic-
itly highlight that everyone is a leader, proponents do 
acknowledge that servant leadership qualities may be 
inherent within many individuals, and these tenden-
cies can be enhanced through learning and practice [19]. 
Whether leadership skills can be developed depends on 
leaders’ motivation [21] and self-leadership to a great 
extent. The service leadership model emphasizes self-
leadership, asserting that individuals must be able to 
effectively engage in self-management, self-reflection, as 
well as constant monitoring and evaluation of goal attain-
ment in order to succeed in leading others. The notion of 
self-leadership, however, has not been mentioned in the 
servant leadership literature. Self-leadership is important 
for service leaders, as it acts as a motivation to seek for 
continuous improvement.

In the service leadership model, it is asserted that 
service leaders should have “the humility of recognizing 
that achieving goals is not as easy as stating them” [3] and 
only with consistent improvements can one actualize their 
goals. In comparison, servant leadership does not talk 
about the continuous improvement of leaders per se, but 
again, focuses merely on the growth of followers. Servant 
leaders’ role is to be committed to the development of fol-
lowers, such as other employees within an organization 
[19]. Indeed, both service and servant leadership theories 
value the development of followers, particularly through 
mentoring and teaching. A successful servant leader 
should be able to mentor followers through empower-
ment, and by providing encouragement and support to 
mentees. According to Greenleaf, a question that servant 
leaders should ask themselves is whether their followers 
are equipped to become servant leaders themselves. To 
achieve an affirmative answer, servant leaders must form 
a mentoring relationship with their followers [22].

Another distinguishing characteristic of service lead-
ership is the incorporation of Chinese cultural values in 
its theorization. In comparison, the servant leadership 
theory was first developed in the West. In particular, some 
scholars introduced servant leadership with reference to 
teachings of Jesus Christ [23] asserting that “it was Christi-
anity’s founder, Jesus Christ, who first taught the concept 
of servant leadership” (p. 58).

Finally, in terms of comprehensiveness and breadth of 
the two theories, service leadership adopts a more holis-
tic approach and highlights the importance of leadership 
competencies, and both intrapersonal and interpersonal 
skills of leaders. The model discusses the impact of 

emotional, behavioral, physical, cognitive, and spiritual 
elements to the success of leadership. In comparison, 
servant leadership is less comprehensive, with almost 
no mention of job/trade-specific leadership skills, and 
focuses mainly on leaders’ attitude of service toward fol-
lowers [24].

Spiritual leadership

Spiritual leaders are those who possess “the values, atti-
tudes, and behaviors that are necessary to intrinsically 
motivate one’s self and others so they have a sense of spir-
itual survival/well-being through calling and member-
ship” [25, p. 4]. Spiritual leadership is achieved through 
leaders’ creation of a vision, establishment of an organiza-
tional culture based on altruistic love and the encourage-
ment of hope and faith. In terms of service orientation, the 
definition above clearly shows that spiritual leadership, 
like service leadership, acknowledges the importance of 
satisfying the mutual needs of both oneself and followers. 
The value of transcendence central to spiritual leadership 
encourages leaders to place the needs of followers above 
one’s self-interest of obtaining extrinsic rewards of power, 
wealth, and prestige often associated with leadership. 
However, this does not mean that spiritual leaders should 
forgo all self-interests. Rather, through one’s leadership 
role and work, he/she should seek satisfaction of their 
intrinsic needs for spiritual identity and fulfillment, such 
as finding meaning in one’s work [26].

Similar to service leadership, spiritual leadership also 
adopts a systems orientation where the model includes 
components regarding leaders’ and followers’ needs and 
development, and addresses the importance of nurturing 
an environment of openness, fairness, individuality, and 
to create personal meaning and self-worth in relevance 
to the larger community. The spiritual leadership model 
holds a “community conception of the organization both 
as an economic enterprise and as a human system… 
[which] includes services that address the personal as 
well as the professional lives of workers” [26, p. 13], which 
acknowledges the systemic nature and interplay between 
one’s leadership behaviors with the environment.

In terms of leadership competencies, unlike service 
leadership, the spiritual leadership model is less con-
cerned about functional abilities of leaders. According 
to Day [27], spiritual leadership focuses on the collective 
social influence process between leaders and followers, 
as opposed to the development of leaders’ knowledge, 
skills, and abilities. The service leadership model includes 
a more exhaustive list of leadership competencies, such 
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as communication, conflict management and problem-
solving skills, which are seldom discussed in spiritual 
leadership texts.

In terms of moral character, many of the defining 
attributes of spiritual leadership carry a strong moral over-
tone, similar to service leadership. For instance, spiritual 
leaders must be courageous, have the mental and moral 
strength to uphold justice, and the spirit to prevail in times 
of adversity. In addition, they are expected to show high 
levels of integrity and honesty through their actions [28]. 
Furthermore, both service leadership and spiritual lead-
ership theorists agree that leaders must possess a caring 
disposition. A core component of spiritual leadership is 
altruistic love, which is characterized by a genuine care 
and concern for oneself and others, exhibiting qualities of 
empathy, compassion, patience, and kindness.

In a study, Reave [29] reviewed over 150 studies and 
identified spiritual practices in leadership which stresses 
the importance of care. Reave gathered that expressing 
care, and showing support and individualized considera-
tion for followers are practices emphasized in all spiritual 
paths. Listening responsively, respecting and appreciat-
ing others’ contributions are also vital in spiritual lead-
ership. In short, similar to service leadership, effective 
spiritual leadership is highly dependent upon the leader 
and the inner qualities of his/her human spirit, such as 
love, patience, tolerance, a sense of responsibility, and 
harmony [28].

With reference to the notion of whether anyone can 
be a leader, the literature on spiritual leadership does not 
provide a clear stance. However, an increasing number 
of organizations are trying to develop leaders who lead 
from spiritual values, resulting in more and more leaders 
seeking for spiritual fulfillment through leadership [26], 
which provides indirect evidence to suggest that everyone 
can be trained to become spiritual leaders. The quest for 
spirituality as a leader greatly depends on one’s intrinsic 
motivation, which is central to self-leadership emphasized 
in the service leadership model. Although the specific ter-
minology of “self-leadership” is not mentioned in spiritual 
leadership, the underlying notion of self-management 
and motivation is emphasized, as spiritual leaders’ calling 
serves as a self-leading force for them to act in ways that 
help to benefit both oneself and their followers. Further-
more, qualities of altruistic love, such as forgiveness, com-
passion and patience, all require self-control, persistence, 
and refraining from the gratification of selfish intents [28]. 
In addition to altruistic love, Fairholm [26] also abstracted 
other effective spiritual leadership practices, including 
“the value of personal and other forms of development 
(growth) to become one’s best self”, and the “emphasis on 

continuing evaluation of progress” (p. 13), which aligns 
with service leadership’s value on the pursuit of continu-
ous improvement. Regarding mentoring, while service 
leadership model values the mentoring of followers, this 
is not highlighted in spiritual leadership.

While spiritual leadership shares similarities with the 
service leadership model, one of the greatest differences is 
its philosophical underpinning. While the service leader-
ship model is developed from both Eastern and Western 
teachings, most spiritual leadership values, however, are 
drawn from principles of Judeo-Christian teachings [30], 
which reflect core values from the West [31].

Finally, in terms of comprehensiveness, the spiritual 
leadership model does specify the relations between 
levels of the theory (i.e. the leader, follower, commu-
nity), which helps increase model comprehensiveness 
[32]. However, in comparison with the service leadership 
model that emphasizes holistic qualities, the 12 dimen-
sions of a service leader place equal emphasis on one’s 
cognitive, emotional, social, behavioral, and spiritual 
attributes, spiritual leadership theory focuses mainly on 
the spiritual dimension, downplaying the others critical 
dimensions.

Authentic leadership

Authentic leadership is defined “as a process that draws 
from both positive psychological capacities and a highly 
developed organizational context, which results in both 
greater self-awareness and self-regulated positive behav-
iors on the part of leaders and associates, fostering posi-
tive self-development” [33, p. 243]. In contrast to the focus 
on both the self and others in the service leadership 
model, authentic leadership model places great emphasis 
on leaders’ self instead of the ecological systems. Effec-
tive authentic leadership is mostly influenced by leaders’ 
personal history and dependent on one’s capacity to 
engage in self related processes, such as self-reflection, 
self-awareness, and self-regulation [34]. Sparrowe [35] 
observed that “the emphasis in contemporary leadership 
on awareness of an interior, ‘true’ self has the unintended 
consequence of neglecting how the authentic self is con-
stituted in relationship with others” (p. 421). In contrast 
to the systems orientation of service leadership, which 
adopts a multi-level perspective of leadership, authentic 
leadership theory is primarily conceptualized at the indi-
vidual level, dealing with individual differences and their 
influences on leadership behaviors [36]. Furthermore, 
even in Yammarino et al.’s [36] formulation of authentic 
leadership as a multi-level construct, which proposes 
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conceptualizations based on the individual (leader), 
leader-follower dyad, group/team and the organization, 
the notion of systems/habitat or the community is not 
explicitly addressed.

In terms of personal qualities, authentic leadership 
theory does not include discussions on leadership com-
petencies. While the focus of service leadership is placed 
mainly on intrapersonal competencies of morality and 
caring disposition, authentic leaders are “perceived by 
others as being aware of their own and others’ values/
moral perspectives, knowledge, and strengths; aware of 
the context in which they operate; and who are confident, 
hopeful, optimistic, resilient, and of high moral charac-
ter” [37, p. 4]. Therefore, morality and integrity are also 
crucial components of the authentic leadership theory.

However, caring disposition is not highlighted in the 
model, although some authentic leadership theorists do 
discuss the importance of building trust through benevo-
lence [38]. Similar to service leadership, authentic lead-
ership focuses on the importance of personal qualities of 
leaders. Particularly, authentic leaders must possess posi-
tive psychological capacities of confidence, optimism, 
hope, and resilience [33]. Personal qualities, however, 
under the service leadership model, take on a more holis-
tic person-approach (i.e. beyond positive organizational 
psychology frameworks) taking an integrated considera-
tion of cognitive, psychological, and behavioral aspects of 
the leader.

While the service leadership model maintains that 
everyone has the potential and opportunity to take on 
leadership roles on a daily basis, authentic leadership 
literature does not explicitly state whether all individuals 
are inherent authentic leaders. Proponents of authentic 
leadership theory also agree on the malleability of lead-
ership skills, claiming that authentic leadership can be 
developed through training [39]. However, the effective-
ness of authentic training programs may yield differential 
outcomes depending on the targets’ personality (e.g. emo-
tional stability may impact the potential of certain individ-
uals for becoming leaders) or age (e.g. one’s experiences 
and abilities to reflect), which implies that not everyone’s 
authentic leadership potential can be fully realized [40]. 
Leaders’ self-initiative may also play a role in authentic 
leadership development.

Although the term “self-leadership” is not directly 
referred to in authentic leadership, self-regulation and 
determination is a fundamental element. Authenticity 
of leaders are achieved by exerting self-control, setting 
internal standards, and continually assessing whether 
discrepancies exist between standards and behaviors, 
and identifying ways to narrow those gaps [41]. Although 

the search for continuous improvement is not a core 
component of authentic leadership, the theory has been 
developed based on teachings of humanistic psycholo-
gists, such as Maslow [42] and Rogers [43], who talk about 
self-actualization, alluding on human’s inherent will for 
self-improvement.

The notion of mentoring is discussed in authentic 
leadership, where leaders influence followers through 
the process of “leading by example”. Mentoring operates 
through positive modeling of authentic behaviors, such as 
self-awareness, moral actions, and positive psychological 
states [41]. Coaching and mentoring programs are effec-
tive tools in developing authentic leadership [44]. Regard-
ing the philosophical root of authentic leadership, the 
notion of authenticity is rooted in Greek philosophy, and 
authentic leadership theory is derived from existential and 
humanistic psychology developed in the West. As such, 
Chinese cultural values are not components of the model. 
Finally, in terms of comprehensiveness and breadth of 
the models, authentic leadership research is mostly con-
ducted in organizational settings centering its theoreti-
cal development on positive organizational psychology 
models, such as the psychological capital framework [33]. 
As such, authentic leadership is far less comprehensive 
compared with the service leadership model’s applica-
bility. In addition, authentic leadership emphasizes the 
psychological component of leadership, thus overlooking 
many other important leadership dimensions.

Ethical leadership

Ethical leadership is defined as “the demonstration of nor-
matively appropriate conduct through personal actions 
and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of 
such conduct to followers through two-way communica-
tion, reinforcement, and decision-making” [45, p. 120]. 
Similar to service leadership, which has a service orien-
tation toward both the self and others, ethical leadership 
is thought to be transformational for both the self and 
follower [46]. Thus, it constitutes two dimensions, “moral 
persons” and “moral managers”. Regarding service to the 
self, ethical leaders are “moral persons” concerned with 
consciously reflecting on and managing personal ethics 
while demonstrating normatively appropriate conduct 
when leading others. Leaders serve as “moral managers” 
to followers, and must constantly engage in open ethical 
discussions with followers, empowering them to seek 
justice and behave morally [47]. In terms of systems ori-
entation, unlike the service leadership model that adopts 
a systemic approach, “the individual level of analysis 
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(i.e.  an individual leader) is largely assumed to be and 
generally discussed as the focal level of interest” [48, 
p. 407] in ethical leadership.

In terms of leadership competencies, some ethical 
leadership theorists delineated managerial competen-
cies and task-specific skills, such as goal-directed orien-
tation, proactive analytical, and problem-focused skills 
as resources required for leaders [46]. Service leadership 
and ethical leadership theories unequivocally agree that 
having great moral character (i.e. with positive attributes 
such as trustworthy, reliable, and credible) is important 
for leaders. As pointed out by Brown and Treviño [49], 
“ethical leaders are characterized as honest, caring, and 
principled individuals who make fair and balanced deci-
sions” (p. 597). Compared with service leadership where 
caring disposition is a focal component, ethical leader-
ship only briefly discusses the importance of being caring, 
as its distinguishing dimension lies in the ethical compo-
nent. Regarding personal qualities of leaders, proponents 
of ethical leadership share similar views with service 
leadership theorists on its importance. In an extensive 
review on the ethical leadership literature, Brown and 
Treviño [49] outlined various individual characteristics 
(e.g. agreeableness, conscientiousness, motivation, high 
moral reasoning level) that enhance the attractiveness 
and credibility of ethical leaders.

Ethical leadership theorists make no apparent mention 
that everyone is an ethical leader, but do assert that eve-
ryone can be ethical leaders, as ethical leadership behav-
iors can be learned through role modeling and training or 
coaching sessions aimed at advancing moral reasoning 
skills and awareness [49]. Although explicit references to 
self-leadership are uncommon in ethical leadership litera-
ture, self-transformation has been identified as an impor-
tant component of the model [50]. Self-transformation 
involves personal mastery, objective assessment, focused 
energies, persistence, patience and a creative desire for 
the future, which is similar to self-leadership processes 
entailing self-control, self-evaluation, goal-setting, and 
intrinsic motivation [51]. Ethical leadership theory is also 
concerned with the continuous growth of both leaders 
and followers. Ethical leaders and followers are expected 
to “continually expand their capacity to create the results 
they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of 
thinking are nurtured… continually learning how to learn 
together” [52, p. 3]. In addition, ethical leadership theory 
is heavily influenced by the social learning theory [53]. 
Effective ethical leadership is achieved through ethical 
role modeling [47], where ethical leaders act as the main 
source of ethical guidance to followers [45]. As such, men-
toring is also greatly valued under ethical leadership.

Ethical leadership theory is based on the social learn-
ing theory [53] and the social exchange theory [54], both of 
which are psychological theories developed in the West. 
Resick et al. [55] observed that “Confucian values are per-
vasive throughout societies in the Confucian Asian cluster. 
The conceptual model of components of ethical leader-
ship… does not capture ethical values that are unique to 
those societies” (p. 356). Finally, in terms of comprehen-
siveness, Heslam et al. [56] argued that “all firms – large 
and small – need to pay attention to these four elements 
of social capital they create” (p. 17), i.e. spiritual, moral, 
relational, and institutional capital. “The intention to 
build each type of capital can provide multinationals with 
important guidance for decision-making” (p. 18). The 
ethical leadership model therefore is relatively less com-
prehensive as it is heavily skewed on the moral capital of 
leadership.

Transformational leadership

Transformational leadership refers to the process in 
which a leader moves a follower to perform in a manner 
that transcends self-interest and exceeds expectations of 
them. This is achieved through idealized influence (cha-
risma), inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, 
or individualized consideration [57]. Transformational 
leadership is with the opposite of transactional leader-
ship, which essentially features a leader-subordinate 
exchange. The transactional-transformational paradigm 
conceptualizes leadership dichotomously, as either a 
process involving followers’ preoccupations with contin-
gent extrinsic reinforcements (other service-oriented), or 
the influence of followers to forgo personal interests for 
the better of the collective (organization-oriented) [58]. 
Compared with service leadership that has a service ori-
entation for both leaders and followers, transformational 
leadership’s focus is mainly concerned with the interests 
of the collective. In terms of systems orientation, although 
transformational leadership does not cover the influence 
of the habitat or greater system as service leadership 
theory has, transformational leadership, to some extent, 
deals with leadership behaviors across levels, including 
leadership of small groups (micro-leadership), leadership 
of the organization (macro-leadership), and leadership of 
societies (meta-leadership) [58].

According to Chung [2, 5], effective service leadership 
is a function of leadership competencies, leaders’ moral 
character, and a caring disposition. This is in stark contrast 
to the transformational leadership theory which does not 
include leadership competencies or caring disposition as 
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core components of the model. Yukl [59] noted an obvious 
omission in transformational leadership of “task-oriented 
behavior relevant for effective leadership (e.g. clarifying 
expected results, setting specific task goals, operational 
planning, coordinating activities, allocating resources, 
monitoring operations in a non-obtrusive way)” (p. 290). 
The model is primarily concerned with leaders’ charisma 
and motivational abilities [57]. However, morality is an 
important component given that transforming leader-
follower relationships should result in mutual stimula-
tion where followers become leaders, and leaders become 
moral agents [60]. Transformational leaders are required 
to have a strong conviction in the moral righteousness of 
their values [60]. Similar to service leadership’s emphasis 
on leaders’ personal attributes, transformational leader-
ship theorists have also listed several personal qualities 
of transformational leaders including high levels of prag-
matism, self-confidence, nurturance, and low levels of 
aggressiveness [61].

Transformational leadership theory does not suggest 
whether all individuals can be leaders. However, propo-
nents of the theory believe that everyone can be trans-
formational leaders because transformational leadership 
behaviors can be trained [62] through training programs 
that have been proven to be effective [63].

Regarding self-leadership, unlike aforementioned 
leadership theories that share the importance of self-
management for effective leaders, this notion is seldom 
highlighted in the transformational leadership literature, 
especially not from the perspective of leaders. Though 
Avolio and Gibbons [64] argued that one of the aims of 
transformational leadership is to develop follower self-
management and self-development, this is not a focal 
component of the model. In service leadership, service 
leaders themselves are required to seek for continuous 
improvement in personal and professional development. 
However, this is not the main concern of the transforma-
tional leadership model. As a follower-centric leadership 
theory, transformational leaders are expected to moti-
vate followers to seek for self-actualization and continu-
ous improvement, rather than seeking improvement for 
themselves [65]. As such, similar to the service leadership 
model, transformational leaders are expected to influence 
followers and consider their individual needs for achieve-
ment by effectively coaching, mentoring, and providing 
support to them [66].

Transformational leadership theory was developed 
based on Burns’ [60] conceptions of political leadership 
developed in the West. As such, Chinese cultural values 
have not been incorporated in the original formulation 
of the theory. However, Bass [67] later acknowledged 

that Confucian and Taoist traditions, which emphasize 
the responsibility of leaders in follower development, do 
share some similar ideologies with transformational lead-
ership. The model is less comprehensive when compared 
with service leadership since transformational leadership 
is mainly concerned with the behavioral or social aspect 
of leadership, with little mention of emotional or spiritual 
components. However, studies have shown the transfor-
mational leadership paradigm to be applicable beyond 
organizational settings to include education, military and 
government settings and across cultures [58].

Charismatic leadership

Charismatic leadership occurs when followers attribute 
extraordinary qualities (i.e. charisma) to the leader. Some 
charismatic leadership behaviors include articulating 
innovative and idealized visions, displaying unconven-
tional behaviors, and taking personal risks [68]. First, 
regarding service orientation, charismatic leadership is 
mostly oriented toward others, and less on the self. Char-
ismatic leaders must be sensitive to the environment and 
the need of followers. Followers perceive leaders to be 
successful should they have the potential to satisfy their 
needs, and to take reformative actions even at the cost of 
personal risks and self-sacrifice [69]. Charismatic lead-
ership theory is not conceptualized based on a systems 
model like service leadership. As Yukl [59] observed, char-
ismatic leadership theories are mainly conceptualized 
at the dyadic level, in which organizational and systems 
level influences are rarely discussed.

With reference to leadership competencies, moral 
competencies and caring disposition, charismatic lead-
ership states that leaders must possess in-role expertise 
and perform competently before followers could attrib-
ute charisma to them [70]. Moral competence is also a 
core component of the model. As charismatic leaders are 
expected to have moral conviction and concern for moral 
exercise of power [71], leaders’ sensitivity to members’ 
needs reflect the prerequisite of care and respect for fol-
lowers [69] despite the fact that a caring disposition is not 
explicitly included as a main component of charismatic 
leadership. Similar to service leadership, charismatic 
leadership theory delineates personal qualities of leaders 
conducive for success, including prosocial assertiveness, 
self-confidence, critical, and encouraging [72].

Nevertheless, charismatic leadership has been 
criticized for its heroic leadership bias, where leader-
ship effectiveness is overly determined by the skills and 
actions of leaders who possess particular traits [59]. This is 
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contrasted with service leadership’s assertion that leader-
ship is not confined to those with particular skills, power 
or authority, but rather, everyone has the opportunity to 
become service leaders. The notion of self-leadership or 
similar leader motivational processes is non-evident in 
the charismatic leadership literature. Furthermore, the 
theory does not state whether charismatic leaders must 
seek continual improvement in their leadership. Instead, 
the model focuses on developing and empowering the fol-
lowers. In addition, although the importance of mentor-
ing is not explicitly delineated as a focal component of the 
model, charismatic leaders stimulate followers to chal-
lenge the status quo and creatively devise problem solving 
methods through coaching. Charismatic leaders often act 
as role models to their followers [73].

The notion of charisma was built on teachings in the 
Bible, and the model was developed from earlier works of 
sociologist Max Weber [74]. Thus, Chinese cultural values 
are not part of the model. Finally, charismatic leadership 
is less comprehensive than service leadership, as the 
former focuses on leadership behavior only, and other 
important dimensions are not mentioned in the model. 
In addition, the model’s applicability has been limited to 
organizational settings [75].

Top-down leadership

Traditionally, leadership is conceptualized as top-down 
influence from leaders with power (i.e. formally appointed 
individuals who are high in the organizational hierarchy) 
to those who hold lower positions in the bureaucracy. It is 
also known as vertical leadership, since important deci-
sions are made by a single “heroic” leader and influence 
is unilateral [76]. In fact, the layman’s notion of leadership 
is commonly framed in terms of the vertical leadership 
model. As contrasted with the service leadership’s consid-
eration of satisfying both the needs of the self and others, 
vertical leadership theory is mostly concerned with the 
behaviors and mindsets of leaders alone [76]. Regarding 
systems orientation, vertical leadership theory has been 
critiqued for ignoring leadership dynamics within a group 
context [77]; influences of the habitat and larger system on 
leadership behaviors are not the emphasis of the model.

Top-down leadership models clearly distinguish 
between the roles and responsibilities of leaders and 
workers, managerial related competencies of command 
and control are focal components of the model [78]. Given 
that effective top-down leadership is evidenced by indica-
tors, such as output efficiency, procedure adherence and 
defect rates [79], as opposed to quality of leader-follower 

relationships, the personal qualities, moral character, and 
caring disposition are not focal components of the theory.

One of the distinguishing features of vertical leader-
ship is its dependency on the wisdom of a single individual 
leader of an organization [78], which is in contrast with the 
notion that everyone is or can be leaders as advocated by 
the service leadership model. Self-leadership as a chang-
ing concept of leadership is not mentioned in the model. 
Similarly, the need for leaders to seek continual improve-
ment is not a concern of the theory. Top-down leaders exert 
influence on followers through control. Mentoring requires 
communication with and empowerment of followers and 
may narrow the power distance relationship between 
leaders and followers, which contradict with the mecha-
nism of the model; hence, it is not a part of the model.

Vertical leadership theory was developed during 
the Industrial Revolution and can be considered deeply 
rooted in Western history [78]. As such, Chinese cultural 
values are not included in the model. Finally, top-down 
leadership model was favored during the industrial era 
where environments were less dynamic and required 
fewer demands on the cognitive, emotional, and spiritual 
capabilities of leaders. This resulted in the development of 
a model that is less comprehensive than the service lead-
ership model developed to serve the needs of contempo-
rary knowledge-based and complex economies.

Limitations of the service 
leadership model
From Table 2, it is obvious that there are several unique 
features of the service leadership model. Nevertheless, 
as an evolving leadership model, there are several limi-
tations of the model. First, documentation of the service 
leadership model is still thin. As such, it would be helpful 
if more publications on the theoretical details of the 
model could be produced. The publication of the “Bible” 
would help colleagues to further understand the postu-
lations of the service leadership model. Second, some of 
the concepts in the model require further elaboration. For 
example, the basis of moral character in the model should 
be clarified. Why do service leaders need to have moral 
character? Do they do this out of instrumental reasons 
or ideological reason? The same query applies to caring 
disposition. Why do service leaders need to care about 
others? Third, as Chinese cultural values are proposed in 
the model, how can these be integrated with other leader-
ship qualities based on the Western models require some 
thoughts. In fact, as a start, more rigorous definitions 



Shek et al.: Service leadership and leadership theories      229

of Chinese cultural values, such as Confucian virtues, 
require conceptual as well as operational definitions is in 
order.

Fourth, more research on the service leadership 
model is needed. There are several areas requiring more 
exploration. Primarily, there is a need to understand the 
determinants of effective service leadership qualities, 
such as developmental history and contextual factors. 
Moreover, the inter-relationship amongst effective service 
leadership, including leadership competencies, moral 
character, and caring disposition should be empirically 
examined. Furthermore, the outcomes of service leader-
ship qualities deserve further research. Essentially, do 
these leadership qualities lead to better services provided 
to the service recipients? Do they lead to greater organiza-
tional effectiveness? Do they help a service leader develop 
as a leader and as a person? One important limitation of 
the service leadership model is that it utilizes the research 
from disciplines without generating its own research 
findings.

Fifth, as there is a severe lack of service leadership 
curricula, it is important to conduct research on the devel-
opment of a training program on service leadership. With 
the support of the Victor and William Fung Foundation, 
eight universities supported by the University Grants 
Committee are now working on the service leadership cur-
ricula. Aside from considering what should be included 
in service leadership training, evaluation studies on the 
effectiveness of the training programs and related curricu-
lum should be gradually carried out as well.

Reflections and future research 
directions
The service leadership model considers the complexity of 
the service context against Hong Kong’s service-oriented 
background, along with the role of culture in leadership. 
The ideologies behind the service leadership model fuse 
teachings, research, and experiences from the West and 
the East, including Confucian, Buddhism, and Taoism 
doctrines. However, incorporating the elements of culture 
in the development of the model can sometimes be a two-
edged sword. On the one hand, as most existing lead-
ership theories are developed in the West, the service 
leadership model being developed in an Asian context 
serves as an informative addition to the leadership lit-
erature. On the other hand, the generalizability of the 
leadership model across cultures may be questioned [80]. 
Thus, cross-cultural research is warranted to investigate 

the applicability of the service leadership model in other 
Western and even Asian contexts.

Moreover, currently, the service leadership model 
does not specify situational variables that may moderate 
service leadership behaviors and impact on its underly-
ing processes. For instance, what are the facilitating and 
hindering conditions to service leadership? Indeed, the 
service leadership model and its research are still in its 
infancy. Therefore, questions regarding the antecedents 
and consequences of service leadership, and its under-
lying psychological processes are yet to be answered. In 
order to stimulate research in this area, a valid and reli-
able measure of service leadership must first be developed 
to equip researchers with a tool for investigation. Field 
experiments and observations can also be conducted to 
examine the causal effects of service leadership behaviors 
on organizational outcomes.

Despite the above limitations, the service leadership 
model is a comprehensive model that has been developed 
based on extensive research from multi-disciplines and 
incorporates traditional ideologies from both the East and 
West. Most importantly, the model conceptualizes effec-
tive leadership based on the needs of the current service 
economy and serves as an important contribution to the 
existing leadership literature for scholars, educators, and 
practitioners.
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